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As in other Vaisnava schools, Gaudīya Vaisnavism accepts 
the existence of a Supreme God with personal features. He is 
identified as Lord Krsna. The living entities, both in the material 
creation as well as in the spiritual world, are subservient to the Lord, 
being his arnsas, or parts, as indicated in Bhagavad-Gita: “The eternal 
living entities within this material world are My parts”.! 

In Šrimad Bhágavatam? it is explained that the living entities 
in the material world are under the influence of ignorance, which is 
beginningless. In his Bhakti-sandarbha (Anuccheda 1)3 Šrī Jiva 
Gosvami has elaborated on this point, explaining that although the 
living entities are conscious by nature, their knowledge about their 
own intrinsic nature is covered by the Lord's external energy, called 
maya. The reason why the living entities are covered is because they 
are plagued with the defect of indifference to the Lord, which is in 
the form of beginningless ignorance about Him. Because of this 
defect, maya awards the living entities with material bodies. The 
living entities identify with their material bodies and thus suffer the 
tribulations of material miseries. 

The scriptures recommend that one can mitigate material 
miseries by šaraņam, or the process of taking shelter of the lotus feet 
of the Lord. Uddhava indicates this in the following verse: 

“Oh Lord, for those whose hearts are scorched by the 
threefold miseries on the blazing path of material existence, I see no 
other refuge than the cooling shade of Your lotus feet, which are like 
an umbrella that emits a delightful shower of nectar.”4 
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Lord Krsna also reiterated the same point in Bhagavad-Gūtā: 
“This divine potency of Mine, consisting of the three gunas, 
or constituent qualities of nature, is very difficult to cross over. Those 


who surrender unto Me alone can cross beyond this mayá D» 
While concluding His teachings, Lord Krsna directly 
instructed Arjuna to take shelter of Him: 
“Abandon all varieties of dharma and take exclusive shelter 
of Me. I will deliver you from all sinful reactions. Do not fear.”® 
Therefore, every Vaisnva Schoo! recommends taking shelter 
of the Lord. 


B) Definition 

` The word Saranam comes from the verbal root sr, ‘to cut or 
break,” to which the suffix /yut is applied in an instrumental sense 
(1.e., taking shelter means, ‘that by which one is cut free’). According 
to the Sabda-kalpadruma dictionary, the act of taking shelter is called 
Saranam because it cuts away a person’s miseries.’ This meaning is 
consistent with the verses cited above. The word Sarandgati means . 
acceptance of šaraņam, or the shelter of the Lord. It is also called 
šaranapatti or prapatti. In his Durgama-sarigamani commentary on 
Bhakti-rasāmrta Sindhu Sri Jīva Gosvāmī, has explained that 
šaraņāgati conveys two meanings. The first is that a surrendered soul 
has accepted the Lord as his sole protector, and the second is that he 
or she has attained the refuge of the Lord. 

In Hari-Bhakti-Vilasa Sri Sanatana Gosvami defines 
Saranapatti as follows: 

“The learned have defined šaraņāpatti as the act of taking 
refuge exclusively in ŠrīKrsna by one's speech, mind and body.”? 

In his commentary on this verse, Sanatana Gosvami writes 
that to take shelter by speech means to pronounce the words, “I 
belong to You, 0 Lord". To take shelter by the mind means to think, 
“I belong only to Him (the Lord)”, and to take shelter by the body 
means to reside in the Lord's holy places, such as Vrndavana. 

In Bhakti-Sandarbha, Anuccheda 235, Jiva Gosvami explains 
that bhakti has two divisions namely vaidhi and rāgānugā. Then in 
Anuccheda 236 he mentions eleven types of vaidhi-bhakti, of which 
the first is šarņāpatti. This is followed by sri-gurvadi-sat-sevá, 
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$ravanam, kirtanam, smaranam, pada-sevanam, arcanam, vandanam, 
dasyam, sakhyam and atma-nivedanam. He says that there are two 
types of people who resort to the Lord as their exclusive refuge. The 
first one is a person who is troubled by fear of material existence, 
which is perpetuated by the six enemies of lust, greed, anger, delusion, 
pride and envy, and finds no shelter other than the feet of the Lord. 
The other is desirous of devotion to the Lord yet is hampered by his 
or her indifference to the Lord. Such a person also abandons all other 
endeavors and resorts to the Lord's shelter alone. 

There are two reasons why this shelter is fixated on the Lord 
alone, without recourse to anyone or anything else. The first reason 
may be due to not finding any other shelter. This is exemplified in 
the following statement of Devaki to Krsna after the latter's birth: 
*O Original Person, a mortal being, terrified by the serpent of death, 
ran all over the universe secking refuge, but could not find solace 
anywhere. But now having obtained the shelter of Your lotus feet by 
some good fortune, he rests in peace, and it is death that runs away 
from him." 

This verse clearly establishes that no one other than the Lord 
is capable of offering shelter from the fear of repeated birth and 
death. The second reason for taking shelter of the Lord and no one 
clse is when one has abandoned his or her previous shelter, be it 
some religious process, knowledge or another person, all of which 
are also in need of shelter and hence unable to offer it. In this case, 
out of a lack of wisdom, a person had taken shelter of some 
unqualified path or person and realized it later. Then he or she 
thoroughly forsook that shelter and surrendered exclusively to the 
Lord. Lord Krsna instructed Uddhava in this manner in Srimad- 
Bhāgavata, 

“Therefore, Oh Uddhava, you should abandon all rules and 
prohibitions, all prescribed duties as well as the renunciation of such 
duties, and everything you have learnt along with that which remains 
to be studied, and take shelter of Me alone with the totality of your 
being. I am the very Self and hence the refuge of all embodied beings, 
and through Me you will attain complete freedom from fear. 2H 

Krsna's statement in the Bhagavad-Gità (18.66), quoted 
carlier, can also be cited as an example of this type of surrender in 
which one forsakes one's earlier shelter. 
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Šrī Jīva Gosvami defines šaraņāgati by citing the following 
statement from the Vaisnva Tantra: 

“There are six symptoms of self-surrender: - 1) a firm resolve 
to act congenially to the Lord, 2) to forsake all that is 
unfavourable to the Lord, 3) firm faith that the Lord will give 
one protection, 4) deliberate acceptance of the Lord as one's 
guardian and nourisher, 5) submission of the self, and 6) humility.” 12 

These six items are divided into the whole and its constituent 
parts. The fourth item, goptrtva varaņam, or to accept the Lord as 
one’s guardian, is the arigī, the whole, and the other five items are its 
angas, or parts. The reason for this is that the word saranagati, or 
approaching one for shelter, is identical in meaning to the concept 
of selecting someone as one's guardian or protector. A person resorts 
to šaraņāgati because he or she seeks relief from the fear of material 
existence or from the fear of non-devotion to the Lord. 

Acting congenially mcans to do that which is pleasing to the 
Lord and His devotees or that which nurtures the mood of surrender. 
Avoiding unfavourable acts means to reject all that is displeasing to 
the Lord and His devotees or that which is detrimental to the mood 
of surrender. One firmly resolves to do only those acts, which are 
favourable to one's devotion to the Lord. These include the activities 
of serving the devotees of the Lord, taking care of the Tulasi plant, 
worshipping the deity, cleaning thc temple and all other activities 
recommended in the bhakti literature. A devotee also avoids acts 
that are unfavourable. These include sevāparādha, offences 
committed in the course of worshipping the deity, and namaparadha, 
offences to the name of the Lord. Among these offences, those in 
relation to the name, which are ten in number, are especially 
detrimental and must be diligently avoided. In Haribhaktivilasa, 
Sanatana Gosvāmī has given an exhaustive description of activities, 
which are to be done for the pleasure of the Lord and those, which 
are to be shunned. In Bhakti-rasāmrtasindhu, Rüpa Gosvāmī has 
condensed this information and submitted a list of sixty-four primary 
limbs of devotion. A sincere devotee is expected to study these items 
thoroughly and follow them meticulously. 

The third item is faith, that the Lord will grant one 
protection. Sraddha, or faith, is the foundation of the bhakti edifice; 
and this faith is not a material concept but an aspect of the Lord’s 
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spiritual potency. One is endowed with sraddha only by the saintly 
association and grace of a pure devotee of the Lord. Although faith 
is a prerequisite for any spiritual process, it is particularly so on the 
path of bhakti. Therefore, in Bhakti-rasamrtasindhu (1.4.15) Rüpa 
Gosvami has said, adau sraddha, “faith is the primary step in bhakti.” 

It may be noted that the word used here in the definition of 
Saranagati is višvāsa. Although these two words, sraddha and višvāsa, 
are used as synonyms, the latter is accepted as the intensified stage 
of the former. Thus, raksisyatiti visvàsah means that one has 
absolutely no doubt that the Lord will offer him or her protection 
under all circumstances. This is exemplified in the following 
statement of Brahma in Srimad Bhāgavata: | 

“Sri Bhagavan, who is the master of the three worlds and of 
the three qualities of material nature, will certainly act for my best 
interest. "l 

The fourth item of Sarandgati is to accept the Lord as one’s 
protector. There is a very subtle difference between this item and 
the previous one. The previous item is defined as firm faith that the 
Lord will award protection, whereas this one entails conscious 
acceptance of the Lord as one's protector. In the former case one 
expresses a general conviction that the Lord will offer protection, 
and is thus convinced that whatever situation one is placed in by the 
arrangement of the Lord is actually in one's best interest, no matter 
how challenging. This mood is expressed in the Bhagavata verse 
quoted above. In the latter case, however, one actively expresses one's 
heart to the Lord and beseeches the Lord for protection. The prayers 
spoken by Draupadi and Gajendra arc two outstanding examples of 
this. Draupadi prayed for the Lord's protection when she was being 
stripped of her clothes by Duššāsana in the assembly of the Kauravas. 
Gajendra prayed to Lord Naráyana when he was unable to extract 
his lcg from the jaws of an alligator. 

The fifth limb of Serandagati is atma-niksepa, or submitting 
oneself to the Lord. This implies that one will employ all one's 
possessions, including the gross and subtle bodies, only in the service 
of the Lord. One will not use these things for any other purpose. 
One who has adopted this consciousness considers himself or herself 
as subservient to the Lord under all circumstances. He or she doesn't 
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have an independent abhimāna, or identification, in relation to the 
subtle or gross bodies. 

The last limb of Sarandgati is called karpanyam , or humility. 
This implies that one has a feeling of insignificance in relation to the 
Lord, as expressed in this statement from the Padyavali. “Oh Lord, 
there is no one more merciful than You, and there is no one more 
deplorable than me. 14 Such a feeling is called karpanya. In 
Haribhaktivilāsa, Sanatana Gosvāmī has quoted the same verse from 
the Vaisnava Tantra, which defines šaraņāgati. In commenting on the 
word karpanyam he says, "To fecl afflicted by material existence 
and cry repeatedly for the Lord's protection is called kārpaņya.”15 

In his commentary on Bhagavad-Gitā (18.66) Šrī Višvanātha 
Caķravarti Thakura also guotes the same verse that defines 
šaraņāgati but he cites the reference as being from the Vayu Purāņa. 
He also gives a different reading on the last line of the definition of 
Saranagati. Instead of karpanyam he quotes the verse as saying 
akārpaņyam, or not feeling wretchedness. He explains that this means 
not to proclaim one's feeling of destitution in front of others. 16 This 
implies that a devotee who is surrendered to the Lord should not ` 
become a sycophant, flattering the wealthy in order to extract some 
alms from them. He or she should maintain his or her honor as a 
devotee of the Lord and not bring ill name to bhakti. 


C) Result 

For one who adopts šaraņāgati the result is that he or she 
becomes free of all miseries and attains fearlessness. Lord 
Rāmacandra said: “If one surrenders unto Me just once, propitiating 
Me with the words, I am Yours, I award such a person complete 
freedom from fear. This is My promise.”17 

Similarly, on the pretext of instructing Arjuna, Lord Krsņa 
made the following declaration intended for the benefit of all: 
“Abandon all variety of duties and take shelter of Me alone. I shall 
relieve you of all sins. Do not lament.”18 

Miseries result from sins, and if the Lord relieves one from 
all sins, there will be no more miseries. The above declaration, 
although directed at Arjuna, is meant for all conditioned souls. 
Maitreya Muni expressed the same conclusion to Vidura: 
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“Oh Vidura, how can those who have taken shelter of Lord 
Hari be obstructed by miseries coming from the body, the mind, gods, 
human beings and sub-humans?"19 

This means that a surrendered soul is free from the threefold 
misery, namely, adhyatmika, ddhidaivika and ādhibhautika. On the 
other hand, those who do not take shelter of the Lord have to suffer 
continuously in the ocean of the material world. The fact that 
surrendered souls are freed from the miseries of material existence 
is stated by Brahmā in this verse: 

"The lotus feet of the Lord are the refuge for great souls. 
For those who have taken complete shelter of the boat of the lotus 
feet of Lord Murari, whose fame is auspicious, the ocean of material 
existence is like the water contained in the hoof-print of a calf. They 
attain the supreme abode of the Lord, and thus they never again 
become the stage upon which such miseries are enacted.” 

Inconcluding this section of Bhakti-Sandarbha on saranagati 
(Anuccheda 236), Šrī Jiva Gosvāmī says that one who executes all 
the limbs of šaraņāgati achieves the complete result immediately. 
But those who do not follow all the limbs obtain the result gradually 
and in proportion to their actual degree of surrender. 

: One who takes complete shelter of the Lord becomes free 
from all miseries ādhyātmika, adhidaivika and adhibhautika. 
Moreover, such a surrendered soul experiences the sweetness of the 
Lord. Therefore, Uddhava glorified šaraņāgati in the following verse: 

“Oh Lord, for those whose hearts are scorched by the 
threefold miseries on the blazing path of material existence, I see no 
other refuge than the cooling shade of Your lotus feet, which are like 
an umbrella that emits a delightful shower of nectar." 


D) Eligibility 

Unlike the paths of karma and jñana, which both entail 
specific prerequisites; everyone has the adhikāra, or eligibility, to 
adopt the process of saranāgati in relation to the Lord. There are no 
restrictions on the basis of gender, creed, caste, age or any such 
material criteria related to the gross body. This fact is conveyed by 
Sri Sukadeva in his prayers to the Lord: “I offer obeisance unto the 
all-powerful Lord. Just by taking shelter of His devotees all types of 
sinful people become purified, including the Kiratas, Hunas, 
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Andhras, Pulindas, Pukkasas, Abhiras, Sumbhà Kankas, Yavanas and 
the Khasas. "22 

From this it is clear that it is not necessary to belong to one 
of the upper three varnas the brahmanas, ksatriyas, or vaisyas to take 
shelter of the Lord. 


E) Šaraņāgati and Aima-nivedanam 

In Srimad Bhágavata??, Prahlāda mentions nine types of 
devotion. The last item in this list is átma-nivedanam, or self- 
surrender. This is not the same as šaraņāgati, although it appears to 
be so. àtma-nivedanam means to submit one's ātmā to the Lord. In 
describing atma-nivedanam in Bhaktirasamrtasindhu, Šrī Rupa 
Gosvami has explained that the word atman has two meanings. Some 
scholars have defined the word atman as the seat of ahantā, or the 
sense of ‘T’, which refers to the dehi or jiva, the living being. Others 
define atman as the seat of mamatva, or the sense of *my', which 
refers to the deha, the material body 24 Because the word ātman is 
defined in these two ways, atma-nivedanam is also of two types 
namely, submitting one's dehi to the Lord and submitting one's deha: 
to the Lord. I f 

In his commentary on Bhaktirasamrtasindhu, Jiva Gosvami 
explains that the major difference between saranagati and atma- 
nivedanam is that the former lays stress on accepting the Lord as 
one’s protector and the latter on submitting one’s self to the authority 
of the Lord.2? In dtma-nivedanam one feels utterly dependent on 
the Lord. In Sarandgati, however, one is resolved to act congenially 
towards the Lord and His devotees. Such a feeling is missing in atma- 
nivedanam. Submission of the body to the Lord, in particular, has 
been compared in Bhaktirasamrtasindhu to the attitude one adopts 
after selling a bull to another person. Once one sells the bull, one no 
longer plans or endeavors for its maintenance. Such concerns become 
the responsibility of the new master. Similarly, once one submits one's 
body to the Lord, one is no longer concerned with its sustenance. He 
or she depends entirely on the maintenance and protection of the 
Lord. 

Jiva Gosvami explains in his commentary on 
Bhaktirasamrtasindhu that although this type of surrender is 
extremely rare, its glory is somewhat diminished because it is devoid 
of a specific feeling of love for the Lord. He explains that ārma- 
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nivedanam can be performed without loving sentiment or 
accompanied by sentiments such as servitorship, friendship and so 
on. He cites Bali Maharaja as an example of someone who performed 
ātma-nivedanam without loving sentiment when he offered himself 
to Lord Vamana in order to fulfill his promise to the Lord to grant 
Him three steps of land. Another reference to this is found in the 
following statement of Lord Krsna, which also indicates that even 
this type of atma-nivedanam leads to immortality: 

“When a mortal being surrenders himself to Me, 
relinquishing all duties, I desire to bless such a soul. Attaining 
immortality, such a person becomes eligible to attain the state of 
complete identification with Me.”26 . 

Jiva Gosvàmi continues to explain that when ātma- 
nivedanam is accompanied by a devotee's predominant mood of love 
for the Lord, it becomes exceedingly glorious. An example of atma- 
nivedanam mixed with the mood of servitude is scen in the life of 
King Ambarisa, which is described in the following verses: * Ambarisa 
Maharaja engaged his mind exclusively on the lotus feet of Lord 
Krsna, his speech in describing the virtues of the Lord, his hands in 
cleansing the temple of Sri Hari, and his cars in hearing the excellent 
pastimes of Lord Acyuta. He employed his eyes in seeing the deities 
and temples of Lord Mukunda, his tactile sense in touching the limbs 
of the devotees of the Lord, his nose in smelling the fragrance of the 
Tulasi leaves offered to the Lord's lotus feet, and his tongue in tasting 
the prasāda offered to the Lord. He employed his feet in walking to 
the temples and holy places of Lord Hari, and his head in bowing 
down before Lord Krsna. He desired only to attain the service of the 
Lord and was devoid of aspiration for any material enjoyment. He 
carried out all these activities in such a way that the love for Lord 
Krsņa that is present in His surrendered devotees might also manifest 
in him.”27 

Jiva Gosvàmi also mentions Rukmini as a further example 
of atma-nivedanam combined with a specific loving sentiment for 
the Lord. Rukmini's submission to Krsna was imbued with her mood 
of conjugal attraction for Him, as expressed in this verse: “Therefore, 
my Lord and beloved, I have chosen You as my husband and have 
SES this body to You. Please come here and accept me as Your 
wife.” 
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According to the definition of Saranagati cited earlier from 
the Vaisnava Tantra, ātma-niksepa, which is a synonym of ¿tma- 
nivedana, is one part of šaranagati. Therefore, ātma-nivedana is 
included in complete saranagati. 


F) The Place of Sarandgati in Gaudiya Valsnavism 

In Gaudiya Vaisņavism, Šaraņāgati is the primary step in 
devotion. All other limbs of devotion are to be executed only after 
Saranagati. As stated above, the basic disease of the living entity in 
the material world is bahir-mukhatva, or aversion towards the Lord. 
This cannot be alleviated unless one takes to Saranágati. Saranagati 
grants tadīyatva, or the feeling of belonging to the Lord. When a 
person becomes the property of the Lord, máya can no longer touch 
her or him. 

Therefore, in enumerating the sixty-four limbs of devotion, 
Šrī Rüpa Gosvāmi has placed guru-padāšraya, or taking shelter of a 
spiritual teacher, at the top of the list. Everything else is based on 
this vital step. Merely Šaraņāgati can attain perfection. However, if 
one has a ycarning for a particular type of loving relationship with 
the Lord, as found in the moods of dāsya, sakhya, vatsalya or 
madhurya, one should follow other specific practices of devotion, 
such as service to one's guru along with Sarandgati. Without 
Šaraņāgati one maintains one's independent sense of ego. As long as 
one maintains the mentality of being separate from the Lord, one's 
spiritual practice is null and void. Brahma made this point clear in 
his prayers: 

“Oh! Lord, as long as the living entities consider themselves 
to be separate from You, due to the influence of the deluding potency 
which entices them toward material sense enjoyment, they cannot 
get free from this material existence even though it is essentially 
unreal and I DELE. temporary results, which in the end lead only 
to misery.’ 

In Gaudiya Vaisnavism karmarpanam, or offering one's 
prescribed duties to the Lord, is not accepted as bhakti because the 
performer still maintains his individual sense of ego independent 
from the Lord. One must first take shelter of the Lord by offering 
one's own self, and then perform actions that are congenial to the 
Lord and His devotees. 
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G) Conclusion 

Saranagati in Gaudiya Vaisnavism gocs far beyond mouthing 
the words, "I surrender unto You." It penctrates deep into the 
consciousness where one makes a firm resolve to always act favorably 
to the Lord and to avoid all displeasing acts. It corresponds identically 
to the definition of uttama-bhakti, which states that a devotee does 
not hanker for anything save and except to serve the Lord with love 
through all his or her actions. Devotees have no independent ego in 
relation to the mortal body; rather, they consider themselves as 
servants of the Lord. The constitutional position of the pure living 
entity is to be a servant of the Lord, and saranagati is a manifestation 
of this state. Therefore, Sarandgati bestows all perfection, as stated 
in the Garuda Purāņa (quoted in Bhakti-Sandarbha, Anuccheda 237): 
“Those who have forsaken meditation and yoga practice and taken 
refuge of You, transcend death and attain Your spiritual abode, 
Vaikuntha "30 
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akarpanyam nanyatra kvāpi sva-dainya-jndpanam iti. 
17 Valmiki Ramayana, Parimal Publications, Shakti Nagar, Delhi, 1990, 
6.18.33: 
Sakrd eva prapanno yastavasmiti ca yacate/ 
Abhayam sarvathā tasmai dadāmyetad vratam mama// 
18 See note 6. 
19 Bhag (SRNV). 3.22.37: 
Sárirá manasa divyā vaiyāse ye ca mānusāh/ 
Bhautika§ ca katham klešā badheran hart-sarhšrayam// 
20 rbid. 10.14.58: 
Samāšritā ye padapallavaplavam 
mahatpadam puņyayašo murāreh/ 
Bhavambudhir vatsa padam pararh padam 
padam padam yad-vipadam na tesām// 
21 See note 4. 
22 Ibid.2.4.18: 
kirāta-hūņāndhra-pulinda-pukkašā 
abhira-Sumbha yavanah khasadayah 
ye'nye ca papa yad-apāšrayāšrayāh 
Sudhyand tasmai prabhavisnave namah 
23 Bhāg (SRNV).7.523. 
24 Rūpa Gosvāmī, BRS. 1.2.195: 
Artho dvidhátmasabdasya panditairupapadyate/ 
Dehyahantāspadah kaišcid deham kai$cinmamatvabhak// 
25 Ibid.1.2.198, tikā: Šaraņāpattih khalu raksitrtvena varanam tadidam tu 
svātmanastadāyattatāsampādanam iti bhedah. 
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26 Bhūg (SRNV), 11.29.34: 
Martyo yada tyakta-samasta-karmā 
niveditātmā vicikirsito me/ 
Tada mrtatvam pratipadyamāno 
mayātmabhūyāya ca kalpate vai// 
27 Ibid.9.4.18-20: 
Sa vai manah krsņa-padāravindayor 
vacamsi vaikuntha-gundnuvarnane/ 
Karau harermandira-marjanadisu 
$rutim cakārācyuta-sat-kathodaye// 
Mukunda-lingālaya-daršane dršau 
tad-bhrtya-gātra-sparše 'nga-sangamam/ 
Ghrāņam ca tat-pāda-saroja-saurabhe 
Srimat-tulasyam rasandm tad-arpite// 
Padau hareh ksetra-padānusarpaņe 
Siro hrsikeSa-padabhivandane/ 
Kamam ca dasye na tu kama-kamyaya 
yathottama-sloka-janàásrayà ratih// 
28 Bhag (SRNV),10.52.39: 
Tanme bhavan khalu vrtah pati angajayam 
ai márpita$ ca bhavato ‘tra vibho vidhehi/ 
29 Ibid. 3.9.9: 
Yavat prthaktvam idam ātmana indriyārtha-māyā-balam 
bhagavatojana isa pasyet/ 
Tavan na samsrtirasau pratisankrameta vyarthapi 
duhkha-nivaham vahatikriyartha// 


30 Jiva Gosvami, BS. Anu. 237, quoted from Garuda Purana: 
Saranam tarh prapannā ye dhyānayogavivarjitāh/ 
Te vai mrtyum atikramya yānti tadvaisņavam padam// 


